The increasing dominance of quantitative research assessment threatens the subjective values that really matter in academia, says Colin Macilwain.
managers know that information is power -and they want not just the data, but to dictate how they are manipulated.
A major problem with metrics is the well-charted tendency for people to distort their own behaviour to optimize whatever is being measured (such as publications in highly cited journals) at the expense of what is not (such as careful teaching). Snowball is supposed to get around that by measuring many different things at once. Yet it cannot quantify the attributes that society values most in a university researcher -originality of thinking and the ability to nurture students. Which is not the same as scoring highly in increasingly ubiquitous student questionnaires.
Senior scientists have known for a long time that bogus measures of 'scientific quality' can threaten the peer-review system that has been painstakingly built up, in most leading scientific nations, to distribute funds on the basis of merit.
In the United States in 1993, for example, Congress passed the Government Performance and Results Act, which compelled federal agencies to start measuring their results. However, the US scientific establishment was strong and selfassured at that time, and successfully derailed the prospect that agencies such as the National Science Foundation (NSF) would start inventing numbers to 'measure' the work of its grant recipients. Instead, the NSF sticks to measuring things such as time to grant. Nations with weaker scientific communities are less well-placed to fend off the march of metrics. The hazards are perhaps most immediate in places such as Italy, where peer review for grants has never fully taken hold, and China, where it has rarely even been tried. There is a worrying tendency in developing countries, especially, for research agencies to skip the nuanced business of orchestrating proper peer review, and to move straight to the crude allocation of funds on the basis of measured performance. This bypasses quality and, bluntly, invites corruption.
But I see trouble ahead at the leading universities in the United Kingdom and the United States, too. Their reputations were built by autonomous academics, working patiently with students. If the name of the game becomes strong performance measured in numbers -as the vicechancellors seem to want -it will kill the goose that laid the golden egg.
Defenders of Snowball say they are baffled that scientists, given what they do for a living, remain sceptical of research-performance metrics. But science seeks to identify and measure good surrogates, to test falsifiable hypotheses. Seen in that light, quantifiable research assessment does not measure up. Nevertheless, the snowball has started rolling down the mountain -and it is hard to see how its momentum will be arrested. WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
